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Yvonne Zimmermann
Negotiating Landscape: Engineering Consent on the 
Exploitation of Water Power in Swiss Corporate Films
Corporate or industrial films that promote the exploitation of water power are cinematograph-
ic records of landscapes in change1. They illustrate how natural landscapes are transformed 
into cultural landscapes for economic reasons. As such, they offer different perspectives of 
and insights into the representation of landscapes as natural, cultural, social and / or symbol-
ic places.
Corporate films are not simply neutral recordings portraying the transformation of a given 
landscape. As commissioned films, they serve the interest of the respective sponsoring inter-
est group, be it a single corporation or a business association. Yet, it is not always that obvious: 
Up to the 1970s, many industrial films ran in the side programs of commercial cinemas under 
the designation Kulturfilm, i.e. culture films. With an average run time of fifteen minutes, they 
addressed large audiences that actually came to see a feature fiction film. Distribution of cor-
porate films in commercial cinemas was only possible if the films portrayed ‘cultural’ issues of 
informational, educational and / or entertainment value that discretely covered up the under-
lying promotional intention. Often, the names of the commissioning corporations and asso-
ciations do not figure in the film credits; as a result, the nature and intended function of these 
films are not explicitly disclosed and therefore may often go unnoticed2. Such is the case with 
the majority of films discussed in this paper. Still, all of them were disseminated as a market-
ing tool by Swiss corporations and business associations of the electrical and mechanical en-
gineering industries. This was done with the sole objective of supporting the capitalist pursuit 
of sales increase and profit growth by promoting the exploitation of water power.
Generally speaking, corporate films either originate from times of prosperity or times of cri-
ses. The latter is the case with the films at issue here, since the industry’s endeavours usually 
met with social opposition: The exploitation of water power involve technical realizations that 
bring about major changes in landscape, thereby affecting the living conditions of animals and 
humans alike and reshaping the concept of nature. The establishment of water reservoirs went 
along with the flooding of valleys and the resettling of local inhabitants. Huge dams, power 
plants and power supply systems left significant and permanent traces in the landscape. The 
rising controversies about the changing of the traditional face of landscape presented a threat 
to the development of the electrical industry. According to the French science historian Bru-
no Latour, scientific and technological innovations are only going to be successful if scientists 
  
  1  See for example Mike Crang who defines landscapes as the record of change (Crang 1998, p. 22).
  2 Kulturfilme, in Germany and Switzerland alike, belong mainly to the genre of commissioned utility films. These kinds 
of sponsored films, although still largely (mis-)recognized by film studies as ephemeral films, used to dominate film 
production not only in countries with a weak fiction film production like Switzerland. The category of sponsored utility 
films includes also advertising, corporate and industrial films, travel and tourist films, political and labour films as 
well as social-issue and public health films. The sheer mass and diversity of these corpora not only present rich source 
material, but promise, as Rick Prelinger from Prelinger Archives has pointed out, to change the nature of film and 
cultural studies (http://www.cinetecadelfriuli.org/gcm/edizione2007/edizione2007_frameset.html; August 4, 2007).
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and engineers manage to shift, translate and connect existing social and political interests with 
their own interests3. Also, economic prosperity is only possible in accordance with consum-
ers. When conflicts seemed to threaten consent on economic development, corporate films 
would be used as ‘trouble shooters’ to negotiate between producer and consumer, between 
industry and society. Films about electricity were preparing the ground for social acceptance 
of economic expansion or, to quote Friedrich Mörtzsch (head of the German press and PR de-
partment at AEG in the 1950s), worked on the ‘socio-cultural adaptation’ of consumers to the 
needs of the industry4. Yet, consent was not to be engineered by overtly displaying the main in-
terest of the producers, which was and is economic profit. Instead, a benefit had to be offered 
to consumers. Corporate films negotiate the change in landscape by promising additional prof-
its: They portray the economic development of landscape as a benefit for everybody.
Therefore, corporate films on the exploitation of water power are not merely records of land-
scape in change, but rather also records of negotiating landscape in change. These films more 
or less give explicit evidence of the dynamics of the social controversies raised by the indus-
trial exploitation of landscape. Furthermore, they give insight into contemporary political con-
ditions and ideological perceptions of landscape as a symbolic place.
In the following, the focus lies on recurrent rhetoric strategies, narrative patterns, and the aes-
thetics of corporate films by the electrical and mechanical engineering industries intended to 
‘sell’ the exploitation of landscape. The range of added advantages the analyzed films bring 
forward as arguments can be obtained from two prototypical examples. Firstly, from Dien-
stbare Kraft / Forces domptées (Useful Power), a joint production of the Swiss mechanical 
and electrical engineering industry commissioned in 1938 by the Schweizerische Zentrale für 
Handelsförderung, a private business association founded in 1927 to promote the Swiss in-
dustry abroad5. Secondly, from Drei in einem Boot: Technik und Natur (Three in a Boat: Tech-
nology and Nature), commissioned in the early 1950s by the Elektrizitätswerke des Kantons 
Zürich (Electric Power Company of the Canton of Zurich, not mentioned in the credits). Dien-
stbare Kraft was mainly intended for a foreign audience (but was also circulating in Switzer-
land), whereas Drei in einem Boot aimed exclusively at the home audience. Both films nego-
tiate landscape within a national discourse. They closely link landscape and water power to 
issues of national identity – a Swiss specificity that results from the economic importance and 
symbolic meaning of both water power as well as alpine landscape for the country, as will be 
outlined below. Also, both films ‘sell’ the economic development of landscape to their audi-
ence as an innovation and improvement over the way natural landscape had been appropri-
ated up to that point.
3  Latour 1987; see also Latour 1988.
4  Mörtzsch 1959, p. 22.
5  Dienstbare Kraft is a shortened, newly edited and sound recorded version of the film Unsichtbare Kraft / Puissance 
invisible (Invisible Power) directed by Charles-Georges Duvanel in 1934. Unsichtbare Kraft, produced as a long 
silent version (900 m, 35mm) and a short sound version (725 m, 35mm), was the third film commissioned by the 
Schweizerische Zentrale für Handelsförderung. It was financed by public and private corporations and – indirectly 
– by the government that had granted a special credit of 25’000 Swiss Francs in 1929 to launch film production of 
the Schweizerische Zentrale für Handelsförderung (OSEC, Rapport sur l’action de l’OSEC dans le domaine de la 
propagande filmée, Lausanne, December 1942, p. 2 and pp. 6-7, typo script, Cinémathèque suisse, Penthaz, Dossier 
OSEC). In the credits, only the Schweizerische Zentrale für Handelsförderung is mentioned. The indirect participation 
of the Swiss government is exemplary for its film policy: The government renounced on ‘state propaganda’ which 
would collide with federalist principles to leave the sector to private initiative, nevertheless gaining control by indirectly 
investing in film productions both of private organizations and state departments.
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The Swiss alpine landscape: a national source of energy
Before the onset of governmental aid in 1963 to support ‘free’ documentary filmmaking, i.e. 
filmmaking independent of commissioners, films about water power take up a large share of 
industrial films produced in Switzerland6. The sheer number of films produced reflects the na-
tional importance of electricity and of the electrical industry and its controversial impact. It is 
common knowledge and has been repeated countless times in films and other media alike, 
that Switzerland is a country poor in mineral resources. It has neither coal nor gas nor oil. The 
only abundant natural resource to supply the country with energy is water, the so-called ‘white 
coal’. During World War I, Switzerland ran short of coal supplies and the nation’s dependency 
on electricity became evident. As a consequence, the exploitation of water power was heavi-
ly pushed during and after World War I. And so was the electrification of the railway network. 
The tie between electricity and transportation thus also became an important issue in corpo-
rate films, resulting in closely linking electricity with tourism. Silent films from the early 1920s, 
such as Electrification de la ligne du Gothard / Der elektrische Betrieb auf der Gotthardbahn 
(Electrification of the Gotthard railway line) (1922, Eos Film) commissioned by Brown Boveri 
and L’électrification des chemins de fer suisses / Die Elektrifikation der Schweiz. Eisenbahnen 
(The Electrification of the Swiss Federal Railway Network) (1921-1926, attributed to Charles-
Georges Duvanel) sponsored by the Swiss Federal Railway Network, end on lavish sequenc-
es of trains travelling through picturesque alpine landscape, passing by well-known tourist at-
tractions such as the Castle of Chillon, Lucerne’s Chapel Bridge and the memorial of national 
hero Wilhelm Tell in Altdorf. 
Since the turn of the twentieth century, the private electrical industry came more and more 
under the supervision of the Swiss cantons and, in 1908, under state supervision. The grow-
ing governmental control was accompanied by a nationalization of discourses on electricity. 
From 1914 onwards, water power had been promoted as a weapon to fight for national in-
dependence and economic progress7. What coal meant to Germany or Great Britain, ‘white 
coal’ meant to Switzerland. Electricity became a major factor both for national economy and 
identity.
To a large degree, the national and symbolic integration of electricity into contemporary dis-
courses was facilitated by the close connection between water power and another feature of 
Swiss national identity: the mountains. The country’s energy supply would happen to originate 
in this highly symbolic setting. Together with the country’s ‘glorious’ medieval past, the al-
pine landscape is the very foundation the Swiss national identity is built on. This combination 
of time and space, of history and topography, was a construct of the mid-nineteenth century, 
when the confederation founded in 1848 sought political stabilization through the ideological 
fabrication of a national myth. It was the moment of the ‘invention’ of Switzerland8.
6  The film catalogues edited by the Schweizerische Zentrale für Handelsförderung give an idea of the number of films 
about electricity: In 1956 for example, there are 18 entries of films of the electrical industry, 13 of the metal and 
mechanical engineering industry, 11 of the food industry, 5 of the textile industry and 5 of the pharmaceutical industry 
(Office suisse d’expansion commerciale (Ed.), Katalog schweizerischer Filme industriellen und wirtschaftlichen Inhalts, 
4th and 5th edition, Lausanne: Office suisse d’expansion commerciale 1956).
7  See Gugerli 1996.
8  See Marchal & Mattioli (ed.) 1992 and Marchal 2006.
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Facing World War I, World War II and The Cold War, the strengthening of national identity be-
came a major issue for Switzerland throughout the twentieth century. In the 1930s, the rise of 
totalitarian regimes in Germany and Italy led to a phenomenon called Geistige Landesvertei-
digung (mental defense of the country). In order to distinguish and distance itself from foreign 
countries, Switzerland ‘armed’ itself with whatever was thought and declared to be ‘explic-
itly’ Swiss. On the political level, the Geistige Landesverteidigung was a basic compromise 
of divergent political wings to unify resisting forces, signed by the integration of the socialist 
party into governmental responsibility. On the cultural level, the Geistige Landesverteidigung 
focused on the cultivation of ‘typically’ Swiss traditions: the medieval past, sane alpine agricul-
tural origins in contrast to modern urbanism, folklore, humanitarian commitment, democracy 
and neutrality9. In this context, the mountains as the true emblem of the country gained further 
significance. Alpine landscape has always been a historic and functional category in Switzer-
land; it contains multiple layers of symbolic values and therefore constitutes a practical symbol 
that would be adapted to contemporary needs of the various interest groups. In the late 1930s, 
further political values were ascribed to the mountains so that alpine landscape was finally 
made full use of by politics (as a warrant for liberty, democracy, neutrality and will to self-de-
fense), culture (as a stronghold of tradition and sanity) and economics (as a quality mark).
Democratization of landscape: 
Dienstbare Kraft (1938)10
With regard to electricity, mountains 
act as the country’s natural water res-
ervoir and thus the national power 
source. Water power brings together 
Switzerland’s national landscape and 
national energy. It is therefore no co-
incidence that almost all films about 
electricity begin with where the wa-
ter comes from, that is in the symbolic 
alpine landscape. Dienstbare Kraft by 
Charles-Georges Duvanel opens with 
a spectacular pan across a majestic 
chain of mountain peaks covered with 
snow that captures the majesty and 
beauty of a landscape in pure condi-
tion, untouched by civilization. This aesthetic contemplation of landscape in the iconograph-
ic tradition of nineteenth century landscape painting and photography is followed by views of 
melting ice and snow, marking the transition from symbolic to natural landscape. Drips of wa-
ter form small brooks that finally become torrential rivers and waterfalls. After the alpine ‘birth’ 
of the natural resource and its growing strength upon flowing down into the valley, the human 
Fig. 1: The natural landscape is surveyed for economic ex-
ploitation. Screenshot from “Dienstbare Kraft” ; CH 1938, 
Charles-Georges Duvanel.
  9 See Mooser 1997, pp. 685-708.
10 Dienstbare Kraft, CH 1938, directed by Charles-Georges Duvanel, produced by Cinégram Lausanne, commissioned 
by the Schweizerische Zentrale für Handelsförderung, print length: 455 meters (35mm), 178 meters (16mm), run-time: 
16 minutes.
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hand begins to interfere: A river dam 
for a storage reservoir is constructed in 
order to domesticate – so the commen-
tary holds – the natural, often devastat-
ing water power by transforming it into 
useful electrical energy (fig. 1, 2).
Dienstbare Kraft is a classical fabrica-
tion film that follows the narrative pat-
tern of the transformation of raw ma-
terial into consumable goods11. The 
narrative process moves from the open-
ing scenes of natural resources, in this 
case the water, through various stages 
of production to culminate in a scene 
of delightful consumption. This trajec-
tory from natural resource to consum-
able good enacts, as Tom Gunning has 
shown, a basic narrative of industrial 
capitalism12. The production process 
not only transforms, but mediates be-
tween nature and culture: In Dienst-
bare Kraft, scenes of the electrical and 
mechanical engineering industry which 
show the construction and workings of 
a hydroelectric power plant, the fab-
rication of pelton turbines and cur-
rent cables and the electric equipment 
of a locomotive (fig. 3) are followed 
by a train journey alongside beautiful 
lakes, across daring bridges and uphill 
through tunnels. In the end, it takes us 
back to where the film started: to the 
mountains and into the realm of a nat-
ural and symbolic landscape. 
The return of the transformed water to its origin is more than just the narrative completion 
of a full circle. The circle represents a trip through various stages of industrial fabrication as 
well as through various types of landscape: Symbolic landscape (alpine panorama) is fol-
lowed by natural landscape (brooks and rivers alimented by snow water), which is then being 
transformed into cultural landscape (dams, power plants, factories). Next, the cultural land-
scape’s economic development (railway tracks, bridges, electrical supply system) creates so-
Fig. 2: Constructing a river dam for a storage reservoir. 
Screenshot from “Dienstbare Kraft”; CH 1938, Charles-
Georges Duvanel.
Fig. 3: The electric equipment of a locomotive in the facto-
ry. Screenshot from “Dienstbare Kraft”; CH 1938, Charles-
Georges Duvanel.
11 Fabrication films were the first highly conventionalised type of corporate films, widespread in early cinema under the 
name of scène d’industrie or Industriebild. The early conventionalisation goes back to a pre-figuration of the narrative 
pattern in preceding media such as booklets, lantern slides and photographs. See Zimmermann 2006.
12 Gunning 1997, pp. 17-18 (expanded and revised version ofGunning 1995).
185
Workshop I:  The Image of the Landscape • Zimmermann; Water Power in Swiss Corporate Films
cial landscape (train journey) in order 
to then embrace natural landscape (al-
pine regions) which finally becomes a 
symbolic landscape again (majestic 
mountain peaks).
The economic exploitation of land-
scape is represented as a conclusive 
process in which the transformation 
of water into energy seems to obey a 
reproductive natural cycle. The film’s 
narrative works on the ‘naturalization’ 
of economic exploitation, thus mediat-
ing between natural and cultural land-
scape by displaying the compatibility 
of conservation and technological in-
novation, of tradition and economic 
progress. Yet, according to the rheto-
ric of the film, the exploitation of land-
scape is not just the ‘natural’ way things go, but also the way to appropriate natural things. The 
travel on the Gornergrat mountain railway, the first electrically equipped rack-railway in Switzer-
land (1898), into the midst of the four-thousand-meter-high mountain peaks of the Monte Rosa 
region at the end of the film represents a scene of delightful consmption typical of fabrication 
films that display the production process as a progress both in time and space (fig. 4.) A modern 
transportation system – fuelled by industrially generated energy – develops the alpine landscape 
for contemplative enjoyment. Thanks to public mountain railways, the aesthetic appropriation 
of the alpine landscape, once reserved for a privileged, small circle of trained climbers, is now 
turned into a commodity for tourist mass consumption. The social benefit gained from the ex-
ploitation of landscape then is, so the implicit argument of Dienstbare Kraft, the democratization 
of landscape. Democratic access to alpine landscape in this context means democratic appro-
priation of natural as well as symbolic landscape: Electricity offers a trip to the heart of Switzer-
land, to the cradle of national identity. It is therefore no coincidence that the film closes on shots 
of the Matterhorn, itself the true emblem of all Swiss mountains, the symbolic condensation of 
the entire Swiss nation, recognized and acknowledged all over the world. 
As previously mentioned, alpine landscape has multiple layers of meaning, which stand for a 
set of various contemporary values aimed at different historic audiences in varied reception 
contexts. Accordingly, the representation of alpine landscape in corporate films was multi-
functional. To foreign audiences – they would see Dienstbare Kraft in 1938 and 1939 in com-
mercial cinema shows in England and on international exhibitions, trade fairs and special 
screenings in Lyon, Stockholm, Kabul, Teheran, New York, Buenos Aires and Bombay – the 
mountains represented a national symbol and a certificate of origin that guaranteed high qual-
ity13. The marketing value of this national trademark, its popularity and long-lastingness lies to 
Fig. 4: The Gornergrat mountain rack-railway, in the back-
ground the Matthorn. Screenshot from “Dienstbare Kraft”; 
CH 1938, Charles-Georges Duvanel.
13  Information on the distribution in: Rapports de l’Office suisse d’expansion commerciale, Zurich et Lausanne, 1938, p. 
17 and 1939, p. 20; Rapport sur l’action de l’OSEC dans le domaine de la propagande filmée, Lausanne, December 
1942, p. 7 (typo script, Cinémathèque suisse, Penthaz, Dossier OSEC).
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a large degree in the sheer visual attraction, the photogénie of the alpine landscape – a fact the 
industry was well aware of. When, in 1947, Dienstbare Kraft was replaced by a new film on 
electricity called Gebändigte Kraft / Conquête de l’energie (Conquest of Energy), the corpora-
tions involved in the film production insisted on ‘accorder une bonne place au paysage’ and 
on ‘terminer sur une vue de montagne’ because ‘cet élément typique Suisse est un facteur de 
succès pour l’étranger’14 . The cinematographic exploitation of the alpine landscape as a pop-
ular aesthetic entertainment was therefore also a means to ‘sell’ the media product film to au-
diences and make them buy into the promotion that served the electrical industry and tourism 
alike15. By playing on national trumps, Dienstbare Kraft advertised not just an industrial sector, 
but the whole country, thereby confirming and disseminating the stereotypical image of Swit-
zerland at home and abroad.
In Switzerland, the film was, among other venues, exhibited in the main cinema of the Schwei-
zerische Landesausstellung in Zurich in 1939, the Zentralkino16. This national exhibition of 
Swiss achievements took place in a delicate moment when the country faced the outbreak of 
World War II. The Geistige Landesverteidigung being at its peak and receiving large popular 
resonance, the compelling display of the alpine landscape in combination with achievements 
of the Swiss industry propelled national pride and worked on the confirmation and strength-
ening of national identity. For audiences at home, the social benefit from changing landscape 
actively meant not only democratic access to natural landscape, but national appropriation of 
a symbolic landscape. With Dienstbare Kraft, the domestic industry did not just demonstrate 
its economic and technological power, but also made a national confession: In the rhetoric of 
the film, the industrial exploitation of landscape is equated with serving the country. Yet, one 
can also phrase the film’s implicit message as follows: What is good for the electrical industry 
is good for Switzerland. In both instances, at home and abroad, ‘landscape’ is negotiated by 
engineering consent on aesthetic and symbolic values of alpine landscape. 
Intensification of Landscape: Drei in einem Boot (1952)17
While Dienstbare Kraft was a marketing tool distributed in a German, French and English version 
to support the export of Swiss products to foreign markets, Drei in einem Boot (by Victor Borel) 
served to develop the domestic industrial production of electricity. It was produced in a Swiss 
German version only, thus addressing a regionally confined audience. And while Dienstbare 
14  Translation: (…) the corporations (…) insisted on ‘giving the landscape a favourable representation’ and on ‘ending 
with a shot of the mountains’ because ‘this typical Swiss feature is a factor of success abroad’. In: Letter from the 
Schweizerische Zentrale für Handelsförderung to Gamma Film, June 19, 1946 and minutes of production meeting, 
April 25, 1947 (Cinémathèque suisse, Penthaz, Depot OSEC, Dossier „Gebändigte Kraft“).
15 ‘Sell’ is not to be taken literally. Corporate films obey other economic rules than the fiction film production of the film 
industry. For corporations, utility films are no trading goods to make immediate money on, but mediate investments 
in non-commercial instruments to populate messages that in long term should pay off in the sponsor’s main business 
domain.
16 Dienstbare Kraft was also used by the Schweizer Woche (Swiss Week), an association founded in 1917 to promote 
Swiss goods in the domestic market, mostly for screenings in schools. From October 1938 to May 1939, the Schweizer 
Woche organised 70 non-commercial screenings of the film, thereby reaching 11’500 spectators (Schweizerische 
Zentrale für Handelsförderung / Office suisse d’expansion commerciale 1939, p. 136).
17  Drei in einem Boot, CH 1952, directed by Victor Borel, produced by Condor Film, commissioned by Elektrizitätswerke 
des Kantons Zürich, print length: 438 meters (35mm), 175 meters (16mm), run-time: 16 minutes.
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Kraft negotiates ‘landscape’ in a rath-
er subliminal and implicit way, Drei 
in einem Boot uses explicit rhetoric to 
promote the exploitation of water pow-
er. It was filmed during the construc-
tion of the hydroelectric power plant 
in Rheinau near Schaffhausen (1952-
1957) – a project that at the same time 
marked the peak of contemporary so-
cial opposition against new projects of 
the electrical industry.
After World War II, the exploitation of 
water power in Switzerland was heav-
ily intensified. Between 1950 and 
1960, the current production increased 
by over eighty percent. The maximum 
output was doubled, and storage ca-
pacity of reservoirs almost tripled18. 
This kind of growth was only possible through a rise in capacity. The developments in the 
electrical industry met with opposition from traditional organizations such as Schweizerischer 
Bund für Naturschutz (Swiss Association for Nature Protection) and Schweizerische Vereini-
gung für Heimatschutz (Swiss Heritage Society), both founded at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. For conservative and patriotic reasons, these groups feared the destruction of the 
country’s landscape heritage and fought against the ‘ruining’ of the homeland’s beauty19. Ad-
ditional opposition came from organizations formed on specific occasions such as the Rhein-
au committee which tried to prevent that project from taking shape.
Facing such fierce social disagreement, the Elektrizitätswerke des Kantons Zürich, operator of 
the future Rhine power plant, had to take action. Drei in einem Boot was one of the measures 
taken. According to the film catalogue of the Schweizerische Zentrale für Handelsförderung, 
it was meant to outline possibilities for developing the production of electricity ‘en tenant 
compte des beautés naturelles qu’il convient de sauvegarder’20. As an element in a massive 
propaganda campaign, the film’s proper function was to defeat the Federal Citizens’ Initiative 
that demanded the withdrawal of the concession for the power plant and protect the electric-
ity landscape Rheinfall-Rheinau. 
The film tells a fictional dispute between an environmentalist and an engineer, thereby grant-
ing the oppositional party much time and space to get their criticism in (fig. 5). Examples of 
the landscape being consumed by excavators or destroyed by industrial exploitation – illus-
trated by views of coal mines from abroad – are displayed and the technological progress 
Fig. 5: An environmentalist (left) and an engineer in dis-
pute. Screenshot from Three in a Boat; CH 1952, Victor 
Borel.
18  See Skenderovic 1994.
19  Although pollution of the environment increased exponentially with the economic boom and technological progress 
after World War II, ecological concerns were not predominant until the 1970s when ‘modern’ environmental protection 
movement set in.
20  Translation: The film (…) should outline possibilities to develop the production of electricity ‘with respect to the 
natural beauties that have to be protected’. In: Office suisse d’expansion commerciale (ed.), Catalogue des films suisses 
industriels et économiques / Katalog schweizerischer Filme industriellen und wirtschaftlichen Inhalts 1956, p. 7.
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criticized as a pure expression of cold 
calculation and disrespect of ‘mother 
nature’. Serving as the mouthpiece of 
the industry, the engineer admits that 
‘sins’ were committed in the past, but 
that this was not being done any more 
at that present point in time. In a se-
quence that shows what would hap-
pen if the wheel of time was turned 
back, he first reminds viewers of the 
impact technology has on modern life 
and how it is being taken for granted, 
this being a sign of the ‘naturalization’ 
of technology in everyday life. We see 
trains standing still, workers of the 
watch industry being dismissed and 
a tramway being dragged by a horse. 
Then, the environmentalist’s major 
objection against the Rheinau power 
plant – the draining of the Rhine Falls 
– is challenged. On visiting the spec-
tacular site together, the engineer re-
assures the environmentalist that de-
spite the upriver exploitation of water, 
the largest Falls in Europe will remain 
intact (fig. 7). The conservation of the 
Rhine Falls, an emblematic showpiece 
of national pride, serves to provide ev-
idence of the respect that the indus-
try pays to preserving the national her-
itage. After inspecting the Rheinau 
power plant construction site and after 
a boat trip on the Rhine (with a local 
inhabitant whose support of the plans 
marks the final step in convincing the 
environmentalist), an auctorial com-
mentator sets in to draw the following 
conclusion: He praises water power as clean energy which is far more compatible with envi-
ronmental concerns than any other energy resource. To underline this point, the film contrasts 
the exploitation of oil and coal abroad with the exploitation of ‘white coal’ at home. Where-
as foreign countries have to sacrifice their landscape, the beauty of Switzerland remains in-
tact and sometimes even benefits from the creation of new lakes. Proof of this claim is given 
by a shot of travellers on a motorbike passing by an alpine reservoir hemmed in by a chain of 
snowy mountains. 
The exploitation of water power is further promoted as the only means of winning ‘the war 
against hunger, cold and deprivation of freedom our way’. The ‘we’ the commentary addresses 
Fig. 6: A coal mine from abroad representing a bad ex-
ample of industrially exploited landscape. Screenshot from 
“Drei in einem Boot”; CH 1952, Victor Borel.
Fig. 7: The Rhine Falls: an emblematic showpiece of na-
tional pride and major objection against the new power 
station. Screenshot from “Drei in einem Boot”; CH 1952, 
Victor Borel.
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refers to a national community united 
in the fight against communism. Short-
lived in World War II, the concept of 
the Geistige Landesverteidigung was 
reactivated during The Cold War by 
conservative and right-wing politi-
cians. Again, it was accompanied by 
the cultivation of traditions and val-
ues perceived to be ‘typically’ Swiss21. 
In contemporary Cold War rhetoric, 
Drei in einem Boot declares the devel-
opment of landscape a national duty. 
Thus, the negotiation between nature 
and technology shifts from natural and 
cultural landscapes to symbolic land-
scapes. Accordingly, consent on eco-
nomic exploitation is engineered not 
on natural or cultural, but on symbolic 
landscapes. To maintain national inde-
pendence, so the commentary concludes, support is needed from ‘everybody who really loves 
nature, the homeland and its inhabitants’. Serving Switzerland means serving the industry, and 
whatever serves the industry, serves Switzerland. On October 5, 1954, the Swiss population 
dismissed the Federal Citizens’ Initiative to withdraw the concession for the Rheinau power 
plant, together with an initiative that demanded the extension of the people’s rights with regard 
to granting concessions of water rights22.
Both films so far discussed integrate the negotiation of landscape into a national discourse. 
Nevertheless, the social benefit promised (on agreeing to industrial exploitation) differs. 
Whereas Dienstbare Kraft brings forward the argument of the democratization of landscape, 
Drei in einem Boot promotes the development of the landscape as a creative process to em-
power natural landscape. In the visual rhetoric of the film, exploitation is not a destruction 
of natural landscape, but is portrayed as a reconstruction for more intense appropriation. The 
construction of reservoirs creates new attractive environments for plants, animals and humans 
alike. And, what is more, the artificial lakes are not merely technological reproductions of nat-
ural landscape, but also reflecting mirrors (fig. 8). By reflecting the natural landscape in the 
surface of the water, cultural landscape in turn acts as a layer for the representation and re-
production of natural landscape. In Landscape and Power, W. J. T. Mitchell explains the spe-
cial value placed on landscape with lakes or reflecting pools as follows: ‘The reflection exhib-
its Nature representing itself to itself, displaying an identity of the Real and the Imaginary that 
certifies the reality of our own images’23. Reflection is an authentication both of the landscape 
and ideas of the landscape, certified by mediation. Thus, the exploitation of the landscape be-
Fig. 8: Artificial lakes: reflecting mirrors and layers for the 
natural landscape to unfold. Screenshot from “Drei in 
einem Boot”; CH 1952, Victor Borel.
21  See Imhof 1996a and Imhof 1996b. The Geistige Landesverteidigung has been celebrating a second revival since the 
1990s when discussions about the integration of Switzerland in Europe set in.
22 Schweizerische Bundeskanzlei, „Abgestimmte Volksinitiativen”, in: http://www.admin.ch/ch/d/pore/vi/vis_2_2_5_
7.html; August 4, 2007.
23  Mitchell 1994, p. 15.
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comes a media for natural and symbolic landscape to represent and reproduce itself – a func-
tion that is further certified by its being mediated through filmic reproduction and representa-
tion. Cultural landscape, so the message of the film, allows natural landscape to unfold. The 
social profit Drei in einem Boot offers to its audience is a deeper, more intense appropriation 
of the natural landscape, verified and double-proofed by reflection and mediation.
Rationalization of Landscape
As a means of securing economic development and thus growth for its commissioners, films 
about electricity negotiate changes to the landscape in order to engineer social consent on 
economic exploitation. These films mediate between industry and society, nature and culture, 
conservation and innovation to promote economic profit as a social benefit. In the examples 
discussed, landscape is negotiated in a narrative process that moves from a natural and cultur-
al landscape to a social and symbolic landscape and from cultural to national discourse. The 
narrative shifts the negotiation of exploiting a landscape from a cultural to a symbolic land-
scape so that consent is brought about on a symbolic national landscape by granting society a 
share in the resulting profit. In the rhetoric of the films, the social benefit gained from cultural 
landscapes consists in the appropriation of natural landscapes. In Dienstbare Kraft, the defini-
tion of appropriation is broadened through democratization, whereas in Drei in einem Boot, 
the appropriation is deepened through verification. In both cases, cultural landscape promotes 
natural landscape and develops it for consumption. Natural landscape turns into a commod-
ity. The social benefit the films offer to the audience in exchange for their consent obeys the 
capitalist logic of rationalization: Democratization minimizes the expense of accessing natu-
ral landscape, whereas verification maximizes the profit from the natural landscape. The eco-
nomic exploitation of landscape thus results in an increase in consumable natural landscape, 
as regards both quantity and quality.
Films about the exploitation of water power are products of contemporary crises which reflect 
historic discourses and ideas. Despite their strong contextual anchorage, they give insights into 
universal media strategies adopted by interest groups to negotiate with audiences in order to 
engineer consent on economic development in capitalist societies.
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